JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.
RESCUING FANON FROM THE CRITICS Tony Martin
My real interest in Fanon dates from a night in August 1967 when, together with a couple hundred West Indian students in London, we converged on our Students' Center to listen to a lecture delivered by Stokely Carmichael.
One or two of us in the audience had even been at primary school with him in Trinidad, though he probably didn't suspect it.
"Can't you remember him?" asked an old classmate of mine, trying to jolt my memory.
"He was always fighting!"
My recollections from that night are several--the white agent provocateur who entered the building and tried unsuccessfully to incite us to violence against him; the contingent of policemen who, transported in an assortment of vehicles, swooped down on the building from all directions as we stood talking to Stokely after the lecture; the haste with which Stokely was spirited away from the scene by his friends wishing to avoid an "incident"; the anguish with which I watched some of my friends come to within an inch of blowing their cool in the face of the police provocations--yet a riot was avoided, and though the British government still banned Stokely from the country shortly afterwards, their arguments would have looked much more plausible if we had succumbed to the provocations of that night.
But my most vivid recollection
from that night was the frequency and reverence with which Carmichael quoted another West Indian, Frantz Fanon. The deference accorded to Fanon by this outstanding revolutionary of our time was the deference which same men pay to the quotations of Jesus Christ, and others to Karl Marx or Mao Tse Tung. Wherein lies the appeal of Fanon? This paper will attempt to find out by analysing same of his ideas.
In the course of this analysis, it is hoped that some of the slanderous interpretations of Fanon's life and works will be discredited.
The biographical details of Frantz Fanon are fairly well-knownl--his early bourgeois upbringing in Martinique; his enlistment in the French army at the age of seventeen; his discovery of the realities of being a black man in the metropolis; his psychiatric studies at Lyon; his leftwing student politics; his involvement in Algeria, first on the staff of a French hospital at Blida, then as a member of the revolutionary government operating from Tunisia, and as an editor of Even this brief outline of his life shows that Fanon fits into a type of character of which the last hundred years has thrown up a surprisingly large number of magnificent examples--the master theoretician who is also a man of action.
Marx, Lenin, Mao, Che Guevara, Castro, and now Fanon--all these men (the list could be extended) have fused, in their own lives, thought and action. The calm of the scholar's study has became, in these men, but an appendage to the direct involvement of the political activist, even where this has meant, as in the case of Guevara, living and dying, gun in hand, in the jungle.
"The Philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways," said Marx. "The point, however, is to change it. "2 And Fanon set out to change it.
And the signs are already clear that, in spite of a thousand quibblings over minutiae by a thousand scholars betraying varying degrees of hostility, he will probably succeed.
The key to an appreciation lies in his personality.
Fanon was no Draconian monster, as same have tried to paint him (see Isaacs 1965).
On the contrary, he was an extremely sensitive individual, whose outstanding personality trait was probably his ability to empathize with the abject suffering which he observed being meted out to his black brothers around the world. Nor did his abhorrence of suffering stop with the plight of black people.
His humanism, on which his ideas were founded, reached out to embrace all mankind, as I shall endeavour to show later in this paper. This aspect of Fanon's character is eloquently summed up in a line he quotes from Aimd C4saire's Et les Chiens se Taisent: "In the whole world no poor devil is lynched, no wretch is tortured, in wham I too am not degraded and murdered. " It would, of course, be surprising if this ability to empathize with the wretched in distant corners of the world were not to be matched by an equal earnestness to probe, to explain, and to prescribe a cure for the suffering which he himself had to endure at the hands of the inhabitants of the metropolis and that which he observed at close quarters. There is another quotation from The Eighteenth Brumaire which does not appear in Fanon but which also sheds considerable light on his ideas, particularly his idea of history. It is this: "Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past."
In this quotation, Marx effects a synthesis of the dialectical necessity inherent in historical development on the one hand, and human initiative, on the other. And here Fanon follows him very closely.
For though he nowhere specifically discusses his theory of history, his works are scattered with numerous references to a deterministic conception of history which nevertheless requires human involvement to realize the goals to which historical necessity is pointing.
"Each generation," he says, '?nust, out of relative obscurity, discover its mission, fulfill it, or betray it" (1967d, p. 166). In other words, the mission is there, preordained by history, but it is up to individual initiative to discover and fulfill history. Again,
The colonialist...reaches the point of no longer being able to imagine a time occurring without him. His eruption into the history of the colonized people is deified, transformed into absolute necessity. Now a "historic look at history" requires, on the contrary, that the French colonialist retire, for it has become historically necessary for the national time in Algeria to exist (1967c, p. 159; see 1967c, pp.
170, 173).
There is another similarity between L'An Cinq and The Eighteenth Brumaire, and undoubtedly the main factor which led Fanon to base his title on Marx's work. This is the fact that both books are conceptually similar.
For they both are analyses of a given stage in a revolutionary situation (see Grohs 1968).
It follows from the foregoing that it is wrong to argue, as one commentator does, that Fanon's position in Black Skin, White Masks was nonMarxist because he declared that he was not a prisoner of history (Seigel 1968 This includes racism and colonialism. In his discussions of the economic basis of colonialism he is, in addition, very close to the Leninist stance, which he seems to have largely adopted.
His utterances on these matters reveal a Fanon torn in two directions.
On the one hand, he is struggling to be true to the orthodox Marxist position of a community of interest between the metropolitan workers and the whole populations of the proletarianized Third World. On the other hand, he is faced with the clear evidence of French chauvinism which has transcended class lines.
So that in two successive weeks in El Moudjahid he appears to make conflicting statements concerning the relationship of these two groups. This critic argues that the Vietnamese revolution, though overwhelmingly peasant in composition, has been proletarian-led.
On the other hand, an Algerian cammunist who has attacked Fanon in more than one journal admits in one place that the big mistake which caused the Algerian cammunist party to remain aloof from the war of independence for most of the duration of the struggle "sprang from a persistent tendency to underestimate the national factor and the peasantry and to overestimate the role of the European workers" (Ali 1965 
p. 103).
The rhetoric is similar but the difference is clear.
For Fanon, the revolutionary possibilities inherent in the lumpenproletariat have become revolutionary potential of the greatest signifipance, and the lumpenproletariat is but an urban extension of the peasantry.
And it is for them, more than any other element, that the revolutionary violence will prove a magnificent rehabilitation:
The prostitutes too, and the maids who are paid two pounds a month, all the hopeless dregs of humanity, all who turn in circles between suicide and madness will recover their balance...and march proudly in the great procession of the awakened nation. However, the difference with Marx must not be overstressed, for Fanon recognizes that, if not mobilized, the lumpenproletariat will be used against 4This point has been overlooked by some critics, e.g. Cherif 1966. But for an interesting discussion of this point, see Worsley 1969, p. 4Off. the revolution.
In his analysis of the colonized bourgeoisie and the process of decolonization,
Fanon is at his most brilliant. He ruthlessly exposed the essential difference between a true bourgeoisie of the classical Marxist variety and the caricature that masqueraded under that name in the colonies.
For the colonized so-called bourgeoisie were, and still are, insignificant as accumulators of capital and are devoid of the capitalistic ethic which, in metropolitan countries, drives the bourgeoisie relentlessly forward in a ceaseless quest for invention and expansion--"the psychology of the national bourgeoisie is that of the businessman, not that of a captain of industry," and there must be scarcely an economic journal in the Third World which will not reveal copious lamentations over this fact.
Indeed, even the bourgeois-nationalist type of reactionary leader that Fanon describes can sometimes be heard to cry out in exasperation at the effeteness of his bourgeois-parasitic cronies (see, e.g., Trinidad 1964-1968, p.4). Whereas for a true bourgeoisie the capitalist system "exercises a psychological campulsion to boundless extension" (Sombart,"Capitalism," Encyclopedia of Social Science), for Fanon, the colonized bourgeoisie is, quite literally, good for nothing.
This bourgeoisie has a central role in Fanon's model of decolonization, a model, moreover, whose predictive
aspects can be successfully demonstrated by reference to almost any random sample of countries which have become independent in the last decade or so. The model runs, in outline, as follows.
Independence is achieved to the accompaniment of a wave of sterile nationalism.
The national bourgeoisie soon finds its role as intermediaries for the exploitation of the economy by foreign capitalists and attempts to reinforce its position as looters of the public purse by calling for nationalization of some industries. The econamy, nevertheless, continues to be characterized by the neocolonial assembly-plant type of base.
Meanwhile, the country is rapidly transformed into a rest house and brothel for the foreign bourgeoisie.
This process is known as tourism. The national bourgeoisie excels itself in ostentatious living. The workers and other less privileged elements get carried away by the nationalistic fervour.
At their level, however, the only persons for them to turn against are foreign African traders and people like the Lebanese small-traders. Nationalism, therefore, is transformed into ultranationalism, from thence to chauvinism, and finally into tribalism.
Meanwhile, protestations of African Unity fly thick and fast.
Nor is the colonialist rear guard slow to exacerbate these differences.
The Church takes its rightful place among the neocolonialist agents inciting division. The bourgeoisie seeks solace in a single party and takes cover behind a nationalist leader, who expects the people to live forever on the charisma he generated during the preindependence period.
The leader exposes himself as "the general president of that company of profiteers."
Slowly and painfully realization dawns on the people. National flags and radio appearances by the leader can't feed empty bellies. On the political level, a true neutralism must be achieved, aloof from the cold war, and most of all from "the United States (who has) plunged in everywhere, dollars in the vanguard, with Armstrong as herald and American Negro diplomats, scholarships, the emissaries of the Voice of America. .." (1967c, p. 178 ).
There is one interesting theatre of the struggle against neocolonialism which Fanon identifies in several places but which seems to have escaped the attention of all the commentators. This is the more surprising since this subject has already emerged as the cause of much strident debate. This is the question of the role of Africanist scholars from the metropolis.
In 
TOWARDS A TRUE DECOLONIZATION
Just as the process of decolonization outlined above shows the course that will be taken by those who accept the constitutionalist version of independence based on compromise with the colonial overlord, Fanon also explicitly maps out the course that will need to be taken by those who desire true decolonization.
There is only one way for this to be achieved--through violence.
Colonialism itself is the incarnation of violence. It is imposed and sustained by fire and sword, and Fanon can't bring himself to believe that such a situation can be changed fundamentally by inviting the Queen to preside over a flag-raising ceremony. The only road to real freedom is by making a clean break with colonialism.
And a clean break necessitates violence.
Several of Fanon's interpreters suggest that he became aware of the necessity for violence as a result of his Algerian experience.
This does not seem to be the case.
For as early as his first book, written in 1950 but published in 1952, Fanon had unmistakably arrived at this conclusion by way of Hegel.
In a section of that book devoted to "The Negro and Hegel, " Fanon used the plight of the Negro to elaborate a theory of the conditions under which the Negro could liberate himself.
Quoting Hegel's The Phenamenology of Mind, Fanon established that freedom of the human spirit can only be established by a dialectical progression in which the subjected individual imposes himself on the other in a violent demand for acceptance.
In his own words, which at this point assume a Hegelian ponderosity, When it encounters resistance from the other, self-consciousness undergoes the experience of desire--the first milestone on the road that leads to the dignity of the spirit. It is clear to me that Jean Veneuse, alias Rend Maran, is neither more nor less than a black abandonment-neurotic...who needs to be emancipated from his infantile fantasies... but let us remember that our purpose is to make possible a healthy encounter between black and white.
And the way to this healthy encounter, in characteristic Fanon fashion, is through "a restructuring of the world."
We are now in a position, therefore, to demolish perhaps the most slanderous piece of inaccurate superficiality that has emerged on Fanon's personal life.
This particular opinion is all the more unfortunate because its author seems to have interviewed Fanon's wife, and his facile misconception can hardly be calculated to induce the lady to view with equanimity the inquiries of future, perhaps more genuinely motivated, researchers. For this gentleman, in one undocumented sweep of the pen in what is otherwise a reasonable article, assures us that Fanon's marriage to a white woman, though possibly occasioned by the absence of black people in Lyon where Fanon lived and studied, is more probably due to a desire on Fanon's part "to become white through love of a white woman" (Geismar 1969, p. 24) . It can only be hoped that this bit of defamation is indeed based on superficial scholarship rather than malice. Certainly there is a discernible tendency in same critiques to subtly denigrate the man while grudgingly acknowledging the greatness of his ideas. But the greatest battles over the applicability of Fanon's ideas are still to be fought. They will be fought in Africa and the Caribbean, the areas in which Fanon was most interested and where disenchantment with the results of the black versions of bourgeois nationalism is already plain to see.
